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On July 22, 1,500 Honduran fishers staged a march in Tegucigalpa to protest what they consider
unfair and environmentally dangerous encroachment by competing economic interests in the
coastal zones of the Gulf of Fonseca on the Pacific Ocean. Also at issue are the constant conflicts
among the gulf's bordering nations El Salvador, Honduras, and Nicaragua over fishing rights.
Similar protests have taken place in El Salvador and Nicaragua, coordinated by the Asociacion Civil
Trinacional del Golfo de Fonseca, which represents fishing interests in all three countries.
In El Salvador, protestors complained that a propane and butane plant was built in the port of
Cutuco without an environmental-impact study. The Honduran protest was led by the 10,000member environmental protection organization Comite de Desarrollo y Defensa de la Flora y Fauna
del Golfo de Fonseca (CODDEFFAGOLF).
According to protest leaders, the chief reason for the march was the proliferation of shrimpcultivation farms in mangroves along the southern portion of the gulf. They claim the farms
are destroying mangroves vital to the gulf's ecology and to maintaining its fish populations.
CODDEFFAGOLF leader Jorge Varela demanded that President Carlos Roberto Reina's
administration take steps to slow economic development in the gulf to improve environmental
conditions there. In particular, he demanded a moratorium on concessions for new shrimp farms.
The organization has also proposed that the gulf be turned into a protected area for ecotourism,
effectively halting other forms of commercial development.
Saul Montufar, CODDEFFAGOLF president, said that, although a one-year moratorium already
exits, some 60 new shrimp farms have recently been established in violation of the restrictions.
"Many mangroves have been turned into shrimp farms and many fishers are being pushed out of
their fishing areas," he said.
Another major concern is that the gulf is being overfished, and no one has studied its capacity to
supply fish under current and projected demand or to work out a plan among the three bordering
nations for the rational exploitation of the gulf's resources. Complicating the issue is the appearance
of the Taura Syndrome, a marine disease that is steadily reducing the shrimp population.

Honduran legislators suspend permits for new shrimp farms
The protest achieved a partial victory as the Honduran National Assembly agreed to suspend
for eight months the issuance of environmental licenses necessary to establish new fishing and
agricultural operations on coastal areas of the gulf. The move brought new protests, however, this
time from the aquiculture industry's Asociacion Nacional de Acuicultores de Honduras (ANDAH).
ANDAH president Osvaldo Kafati argued that shrimp farms do not present an environmental threat
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since they have depleted only 4.49% of the nation's mangroves. Furthermore, other growers in the
same area cultivating melons and cotton must share responsibility for any environmental damage,
he said.
ANDAH members agree that environmental-impact studies should be required for all development
in the gulf, according to Kafati. But he complained that the protest exaggerated the environmental
problem and was intended to hurt the US$172 million shrimp-cultivation industry. Industry leaders
are nervous about the future even without pressure from CODDEFFAGOLF. A Central Bank report
shows foreign earnings from shrimp exports declined from US$124 million in 1996 to a projected US
$100 million for 1997. Cultivated shrimp make up 75% of all shrimp exports.

Protest underscores failure to end boundary disputes
The Honduran protesters are also pressuring the government to protect Honduran fishing vessels
from seizure by Nicaraguan and Salvadoran authorities. The three countries have clashed frequently
over fishing rights in the gulf (see EcoCentral, 10/17/97). Varela says his organization would like to
see maritime boundaries redrawn and properly demarcated to end the conflicts in which fishing
boats are regularly stopped by one or another country. At present, 45 Honduran fishing boats seized
for allegedly fishing in Nicaraguan waters are being held in Nicaragua ports until their owners pay
fines of up to US$1,000.
On August 5, CODDEFFAGOLF members shut down a portion of the Pan-American highway near
the Nicaraguan border to highlight the organization's displeasure at the confiscations. Montufar
explained that vehicles with Nicaraguan license plates would be prevented from moving on the
highway to pressure the Nicaraguan government to return the boats and to force the Honduran
government to intervene. The Asociacion Civil Trinacional has been trying, so far without success,
to get the three countries to agree on joint naval patrols as a means to end conflicts on fishing rights
and confiscations. [Sources: Notimex, 07/22/97; Agencia Centroamericana de Noticias Spanish news
service, 07/29/97; El Tiempo (Honduras), 07/23/97, 07/24/97, 07/28/97, 07/29/97, 08/05/97]
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